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Abstract

Widening Participation in UK universities is currently a key political concern.
Whilst the under-representation of particular groups has been a feature of
higher education for many years, participation for groups identified by gender,
ethnicity and disability has seen some improvement. However, the
participation of students from low social class groups remains an issue.

Whilst there are a number of intervention programmes that seek to increase
the numbers of young people from disadvantaged backgrounds who do go on
to higher education, in this thesis I work closely with a group of non-
traditional students who participated in a Sutton Trust Summer School.

In attempting to understand the complexities of social class participation in HE
and the perceptions of an HE hierarchy, I draw heavily from Bourdieu’s notions

of habitus and field.

The findings from this study raise numerous issues for intervention

programmes such as the Sutton Trust. In presenting the findings, I explore
three arenas of influence: habitus influenced by home context; habitus
influenced by institutions such as school and the Sutton Trust and also the

idea of living with a ‘split’ habitus - a habitus in tension.

Throughout the findings sections, I draw from the experiences of the young
people to argue that their ‘class’ based practices align more closely with those
of the middle classes and that their decision to go to university was made

early on in their educational journeys.

Their pursuit of higher education with a particular focus on the types of HE
institutions they were willing to consider, presents an interesting issue for
those working in the widening participation arena. The students in this study
were already equipped with the ability, knowledge and desire to apply to an
elite institution prior to their Sutton Trust experience. I describe this position
in terms of a ‘trajectory interruption” where the expected trajectory of an



individual can be influenced by the numerous fields of which they are a part, I
draw specifically from the notion of habitus to explain how their respective
‘trajectory interruptions’ occurred. The ‘dream of social flying’ (Bourdieu 1993:
2) places these students in particular positions within the educational field -
positions that are conducive to any form of trajectory interruption.
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Prologue

Personal and Professional Context

In this chapter [ provide personal contextual information which acts
as a backdrop to the entire thesis. n recognising that doctoral
research ts conducted within several ‘contexts’, | frame this stud Y
within my own personal and professional histories. t draw from
events and experiences that combine to produce a story - albeit o
partial one - of how | came to progress into higher education. I also
recognise that the story presented here is done so through my ‘lens’,
resulting in wy interpretations and perspectives of the events.

Although | provide the ‘truth’ as | view it, | am unable to
substantiate the events through reference to other sources. tn
producing this account of my journey, 1 am interested in reflecting
upow the influences, both social and institutional, that tnformed
my thinking and deciston making in relation to participation in

higher education (HE).



In all cultures, the family imprints its members with selfhood.
Human experience of identity has two elements; a sense of
belonging and a sense of being separate. The laboratory in which
these ingredients are mixed and dispensed is the family, the matrix
of identity
(Minuchin 1977: 47)

My Journey

No-one in my family has ever been to college or university. Whilst this is also
the case for a number of students, there is significant political interest in
dealing with the issue. My own journey into higher education (HE) took place
In the 1980s where there was a very different social and political context
which shaped education policy. I present my story here in order to position
myself within the research study, but also to illuminate the way in which
institutions and social networks informed the decisions I made.

I begin this introduction to myself by visually presenting my ‘social position’.
This representation of my journey illustrates a partial account of the social
transformation that has occurred and yet, beneath the surface of the two
pictures presented here lies a complex life history = one which has been
shaped and influenced by social interactions, political contexts and educational
systems. The difference in the location and contexts of the two houses
represents a journey that was possible primarily as a resuit of the education
system. The use of a travelling metaphor features quite significantly in my
story and is used to illustrate movement from one social position to another -
from one type of existence to another or the ‘distance’ (Bourdieu 1998: 6)

covered in my personal history.



IMD Rank: 6, 907 [eseessesscesscescescccscceed | IMD Rank: 25, 829

Figure 1: Visual Representation of my Journey

Indices of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) determine levels of deprivation on a
number of measures including education, employment, crime and housing and
are weighted to produce an overall rank index of multiple deprivation. The
rank IMD scores used above represent data at the Lower Layer Super Output
Area (LSOA), which provides information for relatively small areas comprising
approximately 1200 households. The identification of a theoretical difference
between the two locations is possible by using current IMD rank scores,
however, the use of this data is done so with the caveat that it may not
represent the levels of deprivation that existed during my time in my parental
home (current IMD rank score: 6, 907). Although comparisons between social
positions are problematic when using visual material such as that presented in
Figure 1, I am struck by the density of housing in my former home. A recent
visit there re-enforced this: I experienced the area as claustrophobic and could
not identify myself as having belonged there. It would appear that with
increased financial resources comes increased space, and for me, a different

sense of identity.

Although Bourdieu states that ‘spatial differences on paper are equivalent to
social differences’ (Bourdieu 1998: 6), when looking at the photographs
above, it is evident that my journey from one social position to another has
occurred. And yet, the partial story represented here is one of a change in



financial circumstances that enabled the purchase of a house in an affluent
area (IMD rank score: 25, 829). The pictures above can not illustrate the
difficult nature of that journey nor can they present the resultant hybrid
nature of an existence where two disparate social worlds have combined.

Bourdieu’s theories mainly focus on the ways in which education processes
ensure social reproduction. This approach explains outcomes for the majority
of working class young people but does not satisfactorily account for the small
number of young people, identified as being fewer than one in five students
(Connor, Dewson et al. 2001), including myself, who do go against the grain
and move beyond what is expected or typical for people from working class
backgrounds. In order to understand my own journey, I need to tease out the
complexities that lay beneath the visual images presented above.

Bourdieu states that

... the goal of sociology is to uncover the most deeply buried
structures of the different social worlds that make up the social
universe, as well as the 'mechanisms’ that tend to ensure their
reproduction or transformation. (Bourdieu 1996: 1)

In presenting my ‘story’, I am attempting to uncover the mechanisms that
ensured my personal ‘transformation’ (ibid: 1). I recount this story as a series
of what I describe as ‘trajectory interruptions’, or the pushing and pulling of a
class based habitus. I do this to re-enforce the complexity of my journey but
also to acknowledge that my place at the University of Nottingham is not

reflective of outcomes often associated with the working class.

In understanding my own journey as being constructed through ‘trajectory
interruptions’, 1 accept that as a young working class child, a particular
pathway through life would have been predicted or certain for me. As my
mother worked in a factory and my father, who did not live with us, did not
have any form of stable employment, my expected trajectory would have
mirrored my parents’ occupational status. This interpretation does not account
for interventions, through education for example, or interactions outside of the



immediate family where opportunities to develop increased levels of cultural
and social capital (Bourdieu 1997) can occur. Interactions outside of the family
and home contexts can therefore be understood as ‘interruptions’: events and
social interactions that made the movement between and within differing
social fields (Bourdieu 1997) possible!. The main route out of poverty is
believed to be education (Blyth 2001; DfES 2003) and my interactions within

the field of education, as a form of ‘trajectory interruption’ was instrumental in
influencing the decisions and choices I made.

Education, for many working class young people not only includes the issue of
academic failure (Gillborn and Safia Mirza 2000), but is also associated with
alienation (Skeggs 1997; Wentworth and Peterson 2001); a sense of
occupying a social space that does not feel comfortable. Whilst this may be
true for the majority, a small number of working class students successfully
negotiate their way through education systems. In my story, I focus much
more on my interactions within education, rather than social networks, as 1
believe education played a more significant role in my eventual social position.
In my story, opportunities within the broader social field related to and
occurred as a result of my experiences within the education field.

My experiences relate strongly to those of other individuals who have
completed similar journeys and altered their projected social trajectory. They
write evocatively about their own transformation process, often explicitly
referring to periods of struggle and an awareness of the occupation of differing
social spaces where the living out of different class related practices is evident

(see for example, Rose 1989; Law 1995; Mahony and Zmroczek 1997, Reay
1997; Walkerdine, Lucey et al. 2001). Although the pictures above represent
differing living contexts that I have experienced, they can not illustrate the
experiences and struggles that occurred during movement from one class
position to another. I now look in more detail at the journey I have made and
draw from Bourdieu’s theories of habitus and field to explain the complexities

behind my own social transformation.

1 A more detailed explanation of Bourdieu’s theories is provided in Chapter 1.



Early Days

The work of Lareau (2003) identifies two types of class based child rearing
approaches. She argues that working class parents place an emphasis on the
‘accomplishment of natural growth’ rather than the ‘concerted cultivation’
(Lareau 2003: 3) associated with the middle classes. My own experiences
resonate with the stories she recounts. I enjoyed much autonomy from my
mother (my mother and father divorced when I was five). I spent much of my
childhood playing with other children from our street. My social position, as I
understand it now, did not mean anything to me at the time. I knew we did
not have access to the financial resources that many of my school friends
enjoyed and this was a cause of frustration to me. However, I did not
associate levels of economic capital with access to the form of capital Bourdieu
describes as social (Bourdieu 1997). This is not unusual. A recent report
published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation explored children’s views of
social difference. The research found that the children, who were recruited
from two contrasting social backgrounds, ‘did not identify themselves as poor
or affluent’, but instead used those terms 'to distinguish ‘other’ people from
themselves’ (Sutton, Smith et al. 2007: 9).

I do not remember any of the other children from our street talking about
aspirations, particularly in relation to education. There was an unarticulated,
unidentified acceptance that our lives constituted the ‘natural order of things’
(Webb, Schirato et al. 2002: 15) - that there was a pathway mapped out by
our families’ traditions. None of the older children had gone on to university
and all of our parents were in low paid, low status occupations. At the age of
16, the older children from our street went on to work in local shops or
factories - just as our parents had. Those outcomes were the class-based
practices that bounded any aspirations that may have |urked beneath our
expected trajectories. To ‘aspire’ in this context invariably meant to move

away - to self-improve.

Wrapped in a social context that comprised freedom and yet also had limited
movement beyond the confines of the estate boundaries, my early
development was marked by its relative stability in social class terms. I mixed
and socialized with other young people who were just like me. However, on



entry to school, it became clear to me that different rules were in operation
and the freedom I enjoyed at home began to be replaced by expectations from
within the institution of schooling - ways of behaving and speaking in
particular.

My years at infant school were relatively uneventful. I remember playing in
sand and water pits and having a particular fondness for the dressing up
corner. One incident that does stick with me is one of *failure’. Prior to the
transition to junior school, all children had to go to the head teacher’s office to
undertake a form of assessment. There was no explanation given about its

purpose. I performed four out of the five tests easily, but floundered on the
last.

Although Bowl (2003) refers to negative experiences with education as being
‘part of the process of transition’ (Bowl 2003: 121), experiencing academic
failure is much more than that. It relates to class position and becomes
embodied - established as part of an individual’s identity. The assessment of
my ‘ability’ from that task had not only inscribed academic failure within me (I
focused on the test that I had been unable to do), but determined my position
into a particular class in the junior department. It functioned as a sorting

mechanism or as Bourdieu states, it is the way in which the education 'system
separates the holders of inherited cultural capital from those who lack it’

(Bourdieu 1998: 20). There were many young people in my junior school who
were holders of ‘inherited capital’: it was evident in the way they interacted
with teachers and other pupils in the school. Within the classroom, groups
were formed on the basis of academic ability and these extended into the
playground. The ‘posh’ children who had been placed into a high achievement
set stayed together and the ‘naughty’ children, who had been placed into a
low achievement set, formed their groups. This left an unidentified middle
group of which I was part - a working class child who had some aptitude for

music.

There is a clear relationship between levels of cultural capital and academic
attainment where ‘differences of aptitude’ are ‘inseparable from social
differences according to inherited [cultural] capital’ (Bourdieu 1998: 20).



From this perspective, education acts primarily as a site of reproduction.
Mechanisms through which working class children survive this primary
function involve dynamic and complex interactions within the field. There are
many ways in which working class young people are disadvantaged within the
education system and 1 explore those in more detail in the next chapter.
However, for the purposes of understanding inequality within education and
despite the problems associated with classification schemes, it is useful to
understand class in terms of the National Statistics Soclo-economic
Classification (NS-SEC). Such schemes are used to direct social policy and
help to ‘explain variations in social behaviour and other social phenomena’
(Office for National Statistics 2005). Thus in relation to education, much of
the literature (e.g. Lawler 1999; Reay 2001; Archer and Leathwood 2003; Bal!
2003) refers to a dichotomous relationship when comparing class
relationships with education - that of the working and middle class.
Identifying difference in ability (as narrowly measured within the school
context) or attitude according to class is relatively straightforward. The
process of understanding how such differences are developed is more
problematic.

In understanding that young people can alter social position through
educational attainment and progress, there must also be some
acknowledgement that education systems can recognise difference. The
primary school that I attended served a wide demographic area including a
substantially sized council estate which suffered from high levels of deprivation
and crime. It could be that in this context, I was identified as one of the

‘better’ pupils and therefore was given increased opportunities ~ opportunities
that were not available to many other pupils in the school or the other young
children who lived on my street. My first experiences of a ‘trajectory
interruption’ came when I transferred to the Junior School. For example, I was
the only pupil in my class and from my street to be offered instrumental
tuition. Schools often detail the number of extra-curricular activities offered to

pupils as a marketing strategy for attracting middle class pupils into the
school. It could be that such a strategy was at play in my experience, although

I have no evidence to support this idea.



Dipping my Toes in Middle Class Waters

As a well-behaved pupil who had shown some musical aptitude on the
recorder, I was ‘rewarded’ with the opportunity to learn the violin. I felt proud:
singled out as ‘different’ as I carried the cumbersome case home. It was
however, a symbolic representation of the existent clash between my family
habitus (Bourdieu 1990a) and the habitat (Bourdieu 1999) of the schooling
institution. It is also a conundrum within my story.

Bourdieu refers to habitus as a set of ‘transposable dispositions’ (Bourdieu
1977: 72) that drive particular class based practices. There was nothing in my
immediate family history that would direct me towards learning a musical
instrument. I have no recollection of why I accepted this opportunity. To do so
set me apart. It is perhaps pertinent to reflect on the level of autonomy I
enjoyed as a young child. I believe this to be a factor in understanding my
decision to commence violin tuition. Although this would have not been
possible without my mother’s support, I presented it to her as a something I
was doing rather than as a request. As a child who wanted to learn an

instrument and had had the positive affirmation of teachers through their
‘choice’ of me as a ‘good candidate’ for music tuition, I set to work quickly. I
practised regularly and moved through the examination grades at appropriate

times.

I received free music tuition in school and this enabled me to continue with
music tuition throughout my educational life. I did not appreciate the
concomitant activities that came with playing an orchestral instrument, but I
soon became part of a number of orchestras and string groups both within
school and the county. Although I did not appreciate the social differences in
terms of class position, even at the young age that I was, I felt a difference
between myself and other orchestra members. I saw it in how they dressed,
the fact that they were dropped off by their parents every week, the girls
always had their hair in ponytails with a variety of hair clips and ribbons, and
they exuded confidence. This is indicative of the way class is both lived and
experienced. I knew I was different to the other girls and spent much of the
time wishing that I did not have to go as each week served as a constant



reminder of what I did not have access to, despite the fact that I was a strong
violin player and deserved to be there on that basis.

As a trajectory interruption, my experiences of music tuition and orchestra
served as a form of intervention - it led to other experiences that went beyond
my class based horizons. For example, 1 became interested in drama and
attended a local drama group. This in turn enabled me to mix with more
young people from different backgrounds to my own and seems to have been
the catalyst which resuited in my eventual social transformation.

Giddens offers some insight into how individuals can break away from the
constraints of social background

Although we are all influenced by the social contexts in which we
find ourselves, none of us are simply determined in our
behaviour by those contexts. We posses, and create, our own
individuality. Our activities both structure - give shape to - the

social world around us and at the same time are structured by
that social world. (Giddens 1989: 6)

Thus, whilst I enjoyed numerous social interactions with the other children
from our street, these experiences did not sit in isolation from other possible
intervening factors that could shape my future direction. The combination of
autonomy from my mother and the ‘intervention’ from primary school enabled
me to create my own individuality as distinct from that of a family based
habitus. There was a distinct difference in levels of ‘intervention’ between

home and school. At home, my mother busied herself with work to provide for

us and as a result, I enjoyed much freedom.

Participation in orchestras and other musical activities created further
theoretical ‘distance’ (Bourdieu 1998: 6) between myself and my family in
addition to the difference between myself and other young people from our
street. Unknowingly, I was building a store of cultural capital that would
contribute to my eventual position. I describe these times as ‘moving towards
middle class waters’ because it adequately addresses the feelings of
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discomfort 1 experienced at the time. ‘Belonging’ in either group was
complicated as each interaction further confirmed my sense of isolation both
at home and within the social groups that I mixed with. I began to spend more
time with friends I had made through music and drama activities. As a

consequence 1 straddled two different social worlds (Power, Edwards et al.
2003) and didn’t feel at home in either.

Bourdieu reflects on the predictability of habitus and its dispositions to ‘protect
itself from crises and critical challenges by providing itself with a milieu to
which it is as pre-adapted as possible’ (Bourdieu 1990a: 61). The discomfort I
felt was symbolic of the internal battle that occurred. I present my story as
one of class transition; one in which social mobility has occurred. 1 assume
that my primary habitus (Reed-Danahay 2005) was based on working class
attitudes and characteristics. However, perhaps this understanding is too
simplistic. The use of social categorisation systems that utilise parental
occupation would support the case that I did come from a working class
background. However, my class categorisation based on parental occupation
could be concealing a more complex family context. My grandparents on my
father’s side were relatively wealthy. They owned a double fronted large
detached property and their own business. They lost much of their money
through a rogue deal in which they sold off other properties they owned at a
price not reflective of their true value. My grandmother played the piano to a
high standard. On my mother’s side, the picture is completely different. She
grew up in a children’s home and never got to know who her parents were.
The result of this complex family background could have produced a split
habitus (or contradictory dispositions) - one that was ripe to respond to

inculcation into the middle class world.

It is possible that habitus, rather than being linked to immediate family
context only, can survive intergenerational ‘blips’. For example, my
grandparents on my father’s side would have been categorised as middle class
based on ONS categorisations. However, my father made some decisions
which caused his own class categorisation to be working class. He was
stubborn and did not return to his parents when they offered help. Instead he
worked in nhumerous short term jobs, had limited economic resources and few
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aspirations to change. As he did not live with us from a young age, his
dispositions towards education and employment did not influence my own. As
such, I was able to respond positively to interventions from educational
practices that fed the dispositions that lay beneath my working class
categorisation. It is possible to conceive of my habitus as latent middle class,
or possibly as being part of an intermediate class (Ball and Vincent 2005),
where through my engagement with instrumental tuition and subsequent
access to differing social networks, I was able to disassociate myself from the

class based habitus of other children in our neighbourhood and began the
process of being different.

Moving on or away from others carries with it emotional risks: it points to
disassociation with family members and neighbours. The process of becoming
‘respectable’ (Skeggs 1997) is viewed as integral to class identification:

Respectability is one of the most ubiquitous signifiers of class. It
informs how we speak, who we speak to, how we classify

others, what we study and how we know who we are (or are
not). (Skeggs 1997: 1)

My journey to becoming ‘respectable’ was through instrumental tuition and
involvement with orchestras and choirs. Although there was a distance

between myself and my family, the process of a change in habitus was

imperceptible.

Bourdieu does allow for adaptation of the habitus in response to experience

and context - the habitus as being ‘variable from place to place and time to
time’ (Bourdieu 1990b: 9). However, the main body of his work focuses on the
way in which habitus ‘tends to favour experiences likely to reinforce it

(Bourdieu 1990a: 61).

The habitus adapts to context and this more flexible interpretation of the term
makes more sense when applied to my trajectory. It is difficult to evaluate my
mother’'s motives for allowing me to pursue instrumental tuition without
considering the possibility that she held underlying and unarticulated
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aspirations for my future. It is evident that my primary school had a critical
role to play in shaping my future in providing an opportunity that was
ordinarily restricted to pupils from backgrounds that are more privileged.
However, my own aspirations, inadvertently and subconsciously directing my
individual agency, allowed me to respond positively and consequently inputted
iInto a chain of events that resulted in my eventual social class position as I

Illustrate in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Process Involved in my Class Transition

This figure usefully illustrates a complex journey. It demonstrates a number of
structuring components that initially occurred at school level. It is also
representative of emergent and dynamic relationships that exist between
agents and the social fields in which they are positioned. Bourdieu considers
the notion of ‘field’ to be ‘dynamic’ and where ‘various potentialities exist’
(Mahar, Harker et al. 1990). For my journey, the ‘potentiality’ occurred due to
a combination of structuring influences and individual agency simultaneously
working to redirect my projected trajectory. The field of education was critical
in my movement away from a working class life. Its power and influence
structured me in such a way that my working class habitus gradually

diminished and adapted to incorporate middle class attitudes, values and

dispositions.
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The journey I have so far outlined reflects a positive uninterrupted process,
normally associated with that of the middle class (Power, Edwards et al.
2003). However, that is not the case and I now turn to focus on the way in

which my trajectory was ‘interrupted’.

Life as an Interrupted Trajectory

Suggesting that my trajectory occurred as a result of a series of ‘interruptions’
infers that it had an intended, consciously constructed trajectory based on
linear models. This was not the case. Earlier in this section, I highlighted the
predicted trajectories for the children who lived on our street. We were not the
types of families who would have a career mapped out, nor would we consider
staying on at school beyond the compulsory age of 16. Taking this ‘normal’
trajectory as an indicator of what was expected for me, I will demonstrate the
ways In which my trajectory differed from this norm. The events (illustrated
numerically) on the bottom of the figure below represent encounters with the
education system that altered my predicted trajectory. Events on the top
represent moments when my habitus reverted back to practices that would
protect it from ‘crises and critical challenges’ (Bourdieu 1990a: 61) - that is

they would maintain my working class status.

Traditional Working Class Trajectory

e IEBETRET 20 24
Ors) | i-ii |
® @ @ ® ®® R

Middle Class f H.E. Trajectory

Figure 3: Life as an Interrupted Trajectory

This one-dimensional representation does not illustrate the social interactions
that took place and the way in which I progressively adapted to the rules of
the 'game’ and the ‘demands of the field” (Bourdieu 1990a: 66). However, it
does show a period of heightened tension and uncertainty during the ages of
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16 - 19. Those years represent periods of transition, perhaps where the
discordant relationship between my primary and secondary habitus conflicted
and competed for position. It makes sense to understand this tension in terms
of tectonic plate movement during an earthquake - eventually a big shift
occurs (I return to this figure in Chapter 6: Habitus: From Tension to
Stability).

During my secondary school years, my teachers often went on strike over
concerns about teacher salaries. Whilst 1 applauded their stance, I am
convinced that the missed lessons contributed to my limited success at O
Level. However, during the period of transition between the ages of 16 and
18, academic attainment became increasingly important to me as a way
forward and out of the directionless path my life was taking. As Reay points
out, for working class individuals, education is a tool for escaping or for self
improvement or indeed a mixture of the two (Reay 2001). Ongoing integration
into the field of education led me to understand that increased education
qualifications could potentially secure an improved future than that
experienced at home. I now believe this was the motivation behind my
progression onto degree level and eventually to doctorate level study. My own
journey is not complete in terms of where I would like to be, but in terms of
separation from a ‘previous existence’ (Walkerdine, Lucey et al. 2001) located
within a working class context, it is considerably far removed. I can identify
differences between my sister and myself, which are framed within differing

attitudes and dispositions, and that this results in tension between us. It is
clear to me that we both were exposed to similar backgrounds and structural

influences in the form of constraints and opportunities, yet the outcome was
remarkably different for both of us. This outcome is supported by Reay’s
assertion that ‘habituses are permeable and responsive to what is going on
around them’ (Reay 2004). In addition, as Bourdieu and Passeron (1977)
explain, working class students self-eliminate or are eliminated through the
education system through the examination process. My sister used
employment and teenage pregnancy as a form of ‘escape’ from the condition
of home, but not the conditions of a working class existence. I watched her
struggle to raise children in the same way as our mother had done and
subconsciously decided that that was not what I desired from life. I got caught
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up in ‘the game’ of education; however the journey was not as smooth as it
could have been had I achieved better O Level resuits.

During my A Level courses, I had to decide what future path to take. I had no
ldea concerning the hierarchy of higher education institutions (the
marketisation of education as we now know it was only in the process of being
developed), neither did I appreciate that universities existed beyond the
boundaries of my own experiences and knowledge. I did know about the
reputations of both Oxford and Cambridge (Oxbridge) universities, but had no
‘hot knowledge’ (Ball and Vincent 1998) which would drive my university
choices. I therefore decided to apply to Cambridge College of Arts and
Technology (CCAT) to undertake my degree. I implicitly knew that Oxbridge
wasn't for ‘people like me’ (Archer and Hutchings 2000). I associated Oxbridge
students with the upper class and did not believe that I would ever ‘fit’ into
such an institution either academically or socially. How I came to this
conclusion is a mystery to me; I did not receive any careers quidance, which
would have led me to this conclusion, nor did I have a group of friends with

whom I discussed such matters. Other students on the A Level courses were
also applying to institutions with ‘polytechnic’ in their titles, although there
were a few who considered applying to universities. The distinction between
university and polytechnic status was clear, although the academic and social
implications of this divide were not evident to me at the time of applying for

higher education courses.

I was participating in the game, but had not yet developed a ‘feel for the
game’ (Bourdieu 1990a: 66) in which I could exercise any form of strategic
decision making. Playing the game and being equipped to play the game are
two separate issues and relate strongly to social class. I was superficially
equipped to participate in higher education, but the inculcation of middle class

attitudes and dispositions had not gone as far to allow full integration into the

elite institutions within the system.

Understanding the Game

I undertook my PGCE at an elite institution. At some point during my
transition from CCAT to Goldsmith’s College, 1 grew to understand the
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differentiation and ‘hierarchy of institutions’ (Shattock 1996: 25). I recall
vividly sitting in my first lecture and saying to myself, ‘This is what a proper
university is like’. I felt overwhelmed by the apparent decadence of the
surroundings and the impressive stature of the main building. 1 did not feel
out of place at Goldsmiths. However, the stigma attached to having completed
my first degree at CCAT lingered for many years. I disassociated myself from
CCAT, often referring to Goldsmiths as my HE experience when questioned. I
did not experience ‘shame about what [I] had before’ (Walkerdine 2003: 238)
In terms of my home location because that could easily be hidden. My feelings
of ‘'shame’ connected more intrinsically to positioning within the field of
education and the new social contexts in which I found myself as a
professional teacher. I experienced this as an interloper - someone who was
In a professional occupation, but who did not belong there. I came to teaching
with the baggage of an interrupted trajectory and it was up to me to find a
way of fitting in to this new context. I literally had to ‘learn on the job’. I had
to quickly learn and apply the ‘rules’ of the game (Bourdieu 1977).

As a new teacher and the only professional within my family, I existed on two
borders of social life. I continued the process of inculcation into the middle
class way of life and yet, recognised that this formed further divisions between
my family and me. Going *home’ became tortuous. There were no social bonds

to make any journey home a positive experience.

The game became clear. There was no going back. In order to *fit’ in my new
social context, I would have to deny any attachment to CCAT, ensure that I

was a successful teacher and equip myself further by increasing my academic
credentials. This would ‘prove’ my ability to fit. During my time as a teacher, I
did not refer to CCAT at all. I became a highly respected teacher and received
a glowing OfSTED report in 1995. Yet, I continued to feel as though I had

something to prove.

Playing the ‘game’ of education has led me to embark on this PhD study. It
signifies a final step away from the home and school contexts that determined

my formative years. I did not enjoy the benefits of widening participation
through explicit interventions, but stumbled my way through the education
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system to the unfamiliar social territory (Plummer 2000) of the middle classes.
I know the rules of the game but may not always have the resources, or class
based habitus, to know how to act in defining moments (Ball 2003: Chapter
1). In looking at my trajectory, I can only conclude that individual agency In
the form of personal aspirations had a significant influence to my social
trajectory. With this in mind, I am able to understand my own class transition

as a complex interplay between habitus and field. My history is nothing more
than a ‘certain specification of the collective history of [my] group or
class,...[and] may be seen as a structural variant of [the] class habitus...’
(Bourdieu 1977: 86). That is to say, my life history is not typical for the
majority of working class young people but may be typical of a minority.

During my experiences as a teacher, the education ‘game’ became more
explicit. I soon became aware of teacher attitudes that positioned particular
students as deficient - their attitudes and values not matching those of the
institution (Plummer 2000). I provided such students with an opportunity to

excel and included them in concerts where I could. I recognised that hidden

beneath their quite tough exteriors, lay musical talents that contributed to
their tentative inculcation into the system. I identified with these students and
did all I could to support them in their personal struggles with the education

system.

As a ‘professional’ within the field of education, I constantly wrestled with my
identity as a teacher and my latent, but not suffocated working class habitus.
There were many times when my approach to young people differed from that
of my colleagues. Although this did not significantly worry me, it did serve as a
constant reminder of my different social background._ Although the move from
an identity as a non-traditional student to that of a professional teacher
seemed to be disconnected, in terms of pedagogy and curriculum knowledge I
was comprehensively prepared. However, despite this preparation and my
development of cultural capital, I continued to feel very much like a fish out of

water for some time.

It is evident from my story that education played a significant role in my
career trajectory. My journey into HE was not unproblematic and it took
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numerous attempts before I finally settled and completed a course that was
the first step in the process. One of the aspects of my story which contributes
to the focus of this study is how young people make the journey to HE in the
current educational climate. Whilst the political landscape is different to when
I progressed through education, I am interested in discovering the
mechanisms that enable young people, particularly those who come from non-
traditional backgrounds, to progress within education.

Chapter Summary

My account of my journey through the field of education illustrates how the
acquirement of cultural capital through other fields (for example, social and
artistic) can be mobilised in the field of education. I have illustrated how
interactions with other social agents within a number of fields influenced my
own decisions and educational trajectory. Whilst acknowledging that my
primary habitus is based on working class dispositions, I also recognise that a
secondary habitus developed that separated me out from others in my home
location. I was not consciously aware of the game in education although I did
find myself caught up in it. My story is one of relative success and yet this is

not the case for the majority of working class young people. I turn to this
issue in the next chapter by focusing in detail on the field of education.

Having established my own story, this thesis builds from a desire to
understand how journeys into higher education are made now. In particular, I
was interested in finding out what influences young people’s choices and how
they come to make the decisions they do about higher education. In looking at
a small number of young people’s journeys into HE, I wanted to find out how
habitus can adapt to context, or rather how it is shaped by experiences within
a number of fields: education, social and political. Before moving onto the next

chapter, I detail the structure of the thesis.

Chapter 1 details the field of education and its inherent logic which seeks to
reproduce and produce social inequalities. I refer to Bourdieu’s notions of field
and habitus in detail to explain why, despite government intervention, the
same class based outcomes persist. I explore habitus to illustrate the

congruence that middle class young people experience within the field of
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education and also illustrate how they continue to succeed within the field
because of their knowledge and participation in the game.

In Chapter 2 I look at the Widening Participation agenda and explore the
ways in which intervention programmes attempt to dislodge the logic of the
field. I refer specifically to the work of the Sutton Trust and highlight that such
programmes are always going to be taken up within the logic of the field in
which it is applied.

The methodology chapter (Chapter 3) details my epistemological and
methodological approach to the study. I briefly discuss the way in which I
understand human action and focus specifically on the habitus as a
determinant of action. As habitus is primarily concerned with human action, I
justify why I have chosen to adopt a phenomenological
hermeneutic/interpretivist approach within the study. I provide details of the
study including, sample, scope, methods and analytical approach.

Chapter 4 is the first of three findings chapters in which I explore the extent
to which the students identify with their home locations and the people they
live near. I identify the range of the students’ home contexts through analysis
of ONS data which demonstrates that far from coming from disadvantaged
areas, many of the students in this study lived in areas that were relatively

affluent. Further analysis (MOSAIC) is conducted to reveal that higher social
class groups are over represented within both the Sutton Trust Summer

School cohort and within my sample. I argue that the local context influences
the formation of a habitus and that through alignment with or disassociation
from others in their home contexts the students came to make their decisions

about going to university.

In this second findings chapter (Chapter 5), I outline the schooling contexts
of each student to explore the idea that each schooling institution has its own
ethos and culture contributing to an institutional habitus. I demonstrate how
the expectations placed on each student varied according to their school
contexts and highlight the ways in which the schools operated to privilege the
students in this study. I show how their close alignment with the field of
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education contributed to their success in securing places at leading universities
in the UK. In addition, I focus on the Sutton Trust as an intervention
programme and illustrate how the messages the students received within that
week served to confirm their ideas about a university hierarchy.

This final findings chapter (Chapter 6) explores the idea of habitus adaptation
and outlines the pull which can occur at various stages in an individual's
educational journey. I reflect upon my own educational journey and highlight
the critical moments which could have resulted in a pull in either direction:
either towards a working class trajectory or a middle class trajectory. Although
the students in this study experienced similar moments, I illustrate how they
occurred at differing stages. In addition I focus upon their first term at
university and outline the ways in which they began to identify with their new
environment. I explore what they had to say about other students and the
ways in which they identified with some and not with others. Although the
students claim that their new environment ‘feels like home’, I suggest that
belonging to an intermediate class leaves them ‘homeless’ where they can not
completely identify with others in their new context (university) or with those
that they have left behind.

Chapter 7 reflects on the study and pulls together the main issues that have
arisen. I raise questions concerning the students’ educational experiences and
reflect on their positioning within the field that made them susceptible to being
selected out and offered differential treatment. I also reflect on their
participation on the Sutton Trust Summer Schoo! and suggest that vetting
procedures should be carefully applied in order to bring about substantive

change within the educational field.

In the Epilogue, I reflect on the study and what I have learnt about myself

throughout the process.
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Chapter 1

Theoretical Lens: Exploring Education

In this chapter, | set out the purpose of the study. 1 also outline the
theoretical lens that enabled wme to understand the historical pattern
of educational inequality.  refer to Bourdieu’s notion of field to
explan how class based outcomes persist tn education. | outline the
particular logic of the educational field which positions young people
according to class. | demonstrate how young people are
stmultaneously produced and reproduced through their interactions

within the educational field and outline the processes within two
sub-fields - schools and HE - to tllustrate that success in education

relies both on knowledge of and participation in the game. | draw
upon Bourdieun’s notion of habitus to tllustrate the natural sense of

fit that widdle class young people have within the educational fielal.

22



All those who have the potential to benefit from higher education
should have the opportunity to do so. This is a fundamental principle
which lies at the heart of building a more socially just society,
because education is the best and most reliable route out of poverty

and disadvantage.
(DfES 2003: 68)

Study Focus

The focus of this study developed as a result of a desire to understand my own
educational journey and from my experiences of teaching young people who
come from disadvantaged backgrounds who also had the potential to benefit
from higher education. The education landscape differs from when I was a
pupil and the mechanisms (for example, free music tuition) that ensured my
success are not now as widely available. However, as I shall highlight, there is
much current attention being paid to the under representation of particular
social groups within higher education. Statistics demonstrate that there are a
small nhumber of young people from disadvantaged backgrounds who continue
to make the journey into HE. However, what concerns me and motivates this
study is the continued inequality of opportunity for working class students and
the continued low participation rates of that group within HE. Building from
existing literature and my own experiences within the field of education, this
research is concerned with issues of social justice, and the role education
plays in processes of social mobility. The questions that I seek to explore are
an attempt to understand the processes involved as students deliberate and
eventually enter HE. As such, I pose two main research questions for this

study:

1. What are the experiences of working class young people during and
after their progression into Higher Education?

2. What role do institutions play in the attraction and retention of such

students?
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In seeking to explore these two research questions, I refer to Bourdieu’s
notions of field, habitus and capital in relation to HE and understandings of
social class. Although I have struggled to pull the two constructs of class and
HE together because of the complexities surrounding class categorisation, in
this chapter, I explore both class and education through a Bourdieuian lens.
The notions of field and habitus seemed to clearly explain the ways in which
education systems influence class based outcomes for young people and as
such provide the theoretical lens through which I have understood my own
journey and that of the students I detail later.

The Use of Bourdieu

This study takes up a Bourdieuian analysis, like a number of other studies that
explore the process of higher education choice (see for example, Reay 2001,
Ball, Davies et al. 2002, Archer 2003; Bowl 2003; Brooks 2003; Power,
Edwards et al. 2003). Although focused on higher education choice, this study
also explores the interaction between institutions and individual agents - a
focus of much of Bourdieu’s work on the French education system. I utilise

Bourdieu here, to explain the field of education and the ways in which the
same class based outcomes continue to be reproduced.

Bourdieu’s main concern was to develop a general theory of practice that went
beyond the constraints of positivistic empirical study and in particular the
‘irreconcilable perspectives of objectivism and subjectivism’ (Mahar, Harker et
al. 1990) - the dichotomies that had been so prevalent in previous sociological
theory. In doing so, Bourdieu was attempting to develop a ‘dialectical
relationship between structure and agency’ (Mahar, Harker et al. 1990) which
facilitated understanding and could take account of ‘the genesis of the person,

and of social structures and groups’ (Mahar, Harker et al. 1990).

Moving towards a more relational theoretical construct to understand social
positions, Bourdieu recognised a ‘series of breaks with Marxist theory’
(Bourdieu 1985: 723). One of the ‘breaks’ that Bourdieu discusses is the move
away from reducing the ‘social field, a multi dimensional space, solely to the
economic field...” (Bourdieu 1985: 723). This move away from previous
theoretical perspectives (although Bourdieu does refer to and build on the
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work of for example, Marx, Weber, Durkheim and Saussure) paves the way for
a more multi dimensional sociological analysis. Analysis in which the ‘social
world can be represented as a space (with several dimensions)’ and where

‘agents and groups of agents are thus defined by their relative positions within
that space’ (Bourdieu 1985: 723 - 724).

In order to provide sociological explanations for class based practices,

Bourdieu developed many theoretical concepts which facilitate understanding
of education systems, including:

-  Field
- Habitus

- Capital - economic, social, cultural and symbolic
- Distinction.

The work he carried out in relation to the French education system
demonstrated how the above theoretical concepts interrelated to produce
social reproduction. In order to understand these concepts in relation to this

study, I begin by exploring the notion of field in relation to schools and higher
education.

The Notion of Field

The notion of field symbolises complex social relations and interactions — ‘a
configuration of relations between positions objectively defined...” (Bourdieu
1996: 72). There are many different fields, for example, education, politics,
philosophy, religion and the social (Bourdieu 1985). Each field has its own
logic, ‘specific properties that are peculiar to that field’ and ‘invariant rules of
functioning’ (Bourdieu 1993: 72).

The structure of a field relates to the 'state of the power relations among the
agents or institutions engaged in the struggle’ (Bourdieu 1993: 73). It is true
to say that dynamic relationships between social actors are not equal and
there exists a struggle in the social space in which individuals are positioned
relatively to others. The distribution of power within fields is therefore
unequal. This can be seen in the field of education for example where the
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middle classes monopolise their dominant position in relation to education

through, for example, school choice, which perpetuates social inequalities (Ball
2003).

Much of Bourdieu’s work centres on the field of education and the ways in
which structural inequalities play out within educational processes to not only
produce and reproduce wider social inequality, but also reflect structural
relations in society. Importantly, the relationship between individuals and the
field and with others within the field, re-enforces the importance of what
Bourdieu terms as a ‘multi-dimensional space of positions’ (Bourdieu 1985:
724) - or where people are distributed within particular fields. Position within
" a field is dependent on how individuals value the prize (or stakes) which Is
influenced by whether they have been ‘shaped to enter that field’ (Bourdieu
1993: 73) and are at ease within it. Congruence within the field of education is
visible within middle class attitudes and dispositions where academic success
and the pursuit of higher education are typical outcomes. Working class young
people are unable to fully participate in the game of education as they are not
‘in possession of the statutory and technical competence which is necessary
for participation’ (Bourdieu 1998: 4). Thus the field of education acts as @
social filter; through educational processes, working class individuals are
progressively eliminated, unless they self-eliminate through for example
truancy and poor examination resulits (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977).

The relational emphasis found in Bourdieu’s work is also pertinent to
understanding how fields function. In each field there are struggles for position

with dominant position holders attempting to defend their positions from
newcomers to the field (Bourdieu 1993). However, such struggles only come
into play when ‘newcomers’ value the profits at stake in the same way as
those who have been ‘shaped to enter that field’ (Bourdieu 1993: 72). In that
sense field can be understood as a set of social relations where there is
constant struggle ‘for the harmonising of dispositions’ (Bourdieu 1984: 110) or
indeed tension for those considered not to be ‘shaped to enter the field’'.

However, Bourdieu does acknowledge that the notion of *field’ is an ‘arbitrary
social construct ... whose arbitrariness and artificiality are underlined by



everything that defines its autonomy’ (Bourdieu 1990a: 67). That is, the
‘explicit and specific rules’ (Bourdieu 1990a: 67), that produce the inherent
‘logic’ of the field, contribute to the functioning of the field. Individuals are
social actors, who embody ‘structuring structures’ (Bourdieu 1977) and
perpetuate the functioning of a specific field. Thus whilst fields maintain
relative harmony due to the structural constraints inherent within them, there
is some flexibility where individuals are concerned. Individuals ‘... do do, much
more often than if they were behaving randomly, 'the only thing to do"
(Bourdieu 1990: 11) which is determined by their position in social space and
the operationalisation of their class-based habitus.

Although position within a field is a critical component of the theoretical
approach to my work, it can not be used in isolation from Bourdieu’s other
tools. The interrelationship between habitus and field, for example, is central
to understanding how young people position themselves in relation to HE
institutions and has some bearing on the choices they consequently make. A
detailed look at the field of education, for example, illustrates how differing

class based practices are lived out as ‘struggles’ in relation to both the way in
which education is structured and also in the notion of choice.

As a theoretical and analytical tool, field offers much to my thesis in terms of
understanding the underlying structural inequalities within education. It allows
exploration of the extent to which social agents or in the case of my study,
students are structured by, and how they contribute to the structuring of,
educational processes. Thus the interplay between individuals and institutions

and how much agency young people have when making choices about higher
education is central to this study.

The focus of the next section is to highlight the ways in which the educational

field contributes to wider social inequality. In identifying the struggles and
stakes that perpetuate the field's functioning I focus on the inherent logic that

is evident within education.
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The Logic of the Educational field

Education is widely understood to bring about improved life conditions and as
being a way out of poverty and disadvantage (Blyth 2001; DfES 2003). The
focus on increasing the numbers of young people who go to university is
intended to ensure increased opportunities for all young people. However
statistics demonstrate that young people from middle class backgrounds
continue to take up more HE places and that ‘the social class gap in entry to

higher education remains unacceptably wide’ (DfES 2003: 8). The under-

representation of working class students in HE is a complex issue and is a
manifestation of class based outcomes within the compulsory sector.
Important to this study is an understanding of the location of the students
within a system that continues to produce inequitable outcomes according to
social class. Although Further Education (FE) is fast becoming a feature of
higher education, I do not deal with that in this study. For the purposes of this
study and in order to make sense of Bourdieu’s notion of field, I focus on two
sub-fields within the field of education: schooling and HE. I do this to illustrate
how class based outcomes continue to be reproduced, that is, how young
people end up where they do through the ‘logic’ of the educational field.

Each field has its own set of internal rules - the systems and processes that
contribute to both its functioning and its logic (Bourdieu 1990b; Lareau and
McNamara Horvat 1999). The ‘logic’ of the education field is primarily
concerned with the production of inequality. This happens in a number of ways
but particularly through the vertical and horizontal structure of the education

system as illustrated in Figure 4.
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Figure 4: Logic in the Field of Education

The horizontal axis represents position within both schools and higher
education and the ways in which young people are distributed within the field
based on levels of economic, social and cultural capital. The figure usefully
illustrates possible levels of differentiated access to HE and indicates that,
those who enter the field further along to the right of the horizontal axis may
have an increased chance of entering elite HE institutions - they possess the
right type of cultural capital that is valued within such institutions. The figure
also illustrates that some young people (represented by the red arrows) from
low achieving state schools may be able to make the transition along the
horizontal axis into institutions that are valued more highly within the field,
although based on the logic within the field, these numbers would be small.
The blue arrow is used to illustrate that very few young people from low
achieving state schools make it into Russell Group universities. In addition, the
purple arrows highlight that small numbers of young people, who have
attended either high achieving state schools or independent schools, may
enter HE institutions that move them along to the left of the horizontal axis
representing downward mobility, although this type of shift occurs less
frequently than upward mobility (Machin 1998). However, if more young

people stay in education longer, educational qualifications as a form of
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exchangeable capital become devalued in other fields, where it becomes
increasingly difficult 'to anticipate fluctuations on the stock exchange of
scholastic value’ (Bourdieu 1998: 25). The processes that position agents
within the field therefore serve to eliminate young people at various stages in
their educational journey (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977). This is a primary
function of the field in order to protect the outcome, or educational
credentials, that are accrued as young people progress further in education.
Government statistics confirm a process of elimination in published figures
that illustrate the imbalance in applications across social class groups to

Russell Group? universities as illustrated in Figure 5.
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Figure 5: Application and Acceptance Rates via UCAS for Students with 30+ A-Level
Points: 2001

(Source: DFES 2006)

These statistics are important when dealing with issues of social justice and
contributes to understanding of how the educational field contributes to social
reproduction. Attending an elite HE institution carries more weight in other
fields such as the economic field, where Russell Group universities have the
highest economic returns (DfES 2006). Figure 5 also illustrates that there are
a small number of young people from low social class groups who do

successfully move through the field and obtain the academic credentials

necessary to enter elite HE institutions. This is a clear indication of how the

2 Russell Group Universities include: University of Birmingham, University of Bristol,
University of Cambridge, Cardiff University, University of Edinburgh, University of
Glasgow, University of Leeds, University of Liverpool, University of Manchester,
University of Newcastle upon Tyne, University of Nottingham, University of Oxford,
University of Sheffield, University of Southampton, University of Warwick, Imperial
College, King’s College London, London School of Economics and University College
London.
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educational field is involved in the simultaneous reproduction and production
of class based outcomes.

In addition to the HE sector, schools function as a primary stage of the social
filtering process, despite the broad intention that education should offer an
‘excellent education’ for all young people ‘whatever their background and
wherever they live’ (DfES 2005: 7). In practice this intention is not met. Based
on educational outcome and subsequent progression into HE, there are
marked differences between social class groups. Such differences can be
understood as either working class attitudes and dispositions towards
education or as the inherent logic of the field which acts to deter working class
success (Archer 2003). Within the field, particular practices that act to select
pupils out become legitimised. For example, the Gifted and Talented
programme identifies young people with academic ability and consequently
provides them with differential treatment that increases their educational
experiences. Young people are therefore inadvertently caught up in the
process of social re/production whether they understand the game or not.

Students from disadvantaged backgrounds face many barriers to HE
participation including finance (Hutchings 2003), aspirations (McNicol 2004),
family background (Connor, Dewson et al. 2001) and social and cultural
factors (Woodrow, Foong-Lee et al. 1998). Despite very real contextual factors
that deter many young people from HE participation, the current political
emphasis is on individual responsibility rather than on institutional factors that
act as barriers (Burke 2002). Inequality is not purely experienced within home

contexts; it is also evident within education systems.

Evidence of Educational Inequality

There are many forms of educational inequality evident between social class
groups, including access to resources (Braham and Sherratt 2002), quality of
teaching (Darling-Hammond 1997), parental involvement (Pilling 1990,
Feinstein and Symons 1997; Reay 1998; Leathwood and Hutchings 2003) and
pupil attainment (Savage 2000; DfES 2003; Power, Edwards et al. 2003;
Georg 2004).
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Since its election in 1997, the Labour Government has directed much attention
to improving standards in all schools and yet statistics illustrate that working
class young people continue to achieve fewer GCSEs at A* - C level than their
middle class peers (DfES 2006). Reasons behind such outcomes are explained
as a mixture of family background (other social factors), individual
characteristics and educational factors although evidence suggests that ‘the
former two groups of factors are the most significant drivers of attainment
gaps’ (DfES 2006: 34). Attainment is one of the main barriers to HE
participation (DfES 2003) and it is well recorded that schools serving
disadvantaged areas perform less well than those in more affluent areas. For
example, average GCSE points scores between 1993 - and 1996 indicate that
in schools where there are higher percentages of pupils who access free school

meals, attainment is lower (HMSO 1998) as illustrated in Figure 6.
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Figure 6: Average GCSE Points Score against Free School Meals (FSM)
(Source: http://www.archive.official-documents.co.uk/document/ofsted/seced/chart-
28.htm)

In addition, based on social class measures, although the gap in attainment
has narrowed, there was still a 24% point difference between young people
from non-manual and manual worker backgrounds in 2003 (DfES 2006).
Although family background is often deemed to contribute to academic
attainment, other variables also combine to provide a contextualised
educational experience for young people. Recent government statistics further
demonstrate that young people who are in receipt of free school meals (FSM),

attend a deprived school® and who live in a deprived area have the lowest

? Schools with high proportions of FSM pupils (>30% of pupils receive FSM).
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levels of academic attainment®. Table 1 also illustrates that over 50% of pupils

who do not face such conditions achieve five or more A* - C grades at GCSE.

Attributes % Achieving 5+
% of Total A*-C GCSEs:
Cohort 2005 (including
English &
Maths)
J 17.2
. 19.5
2 17.6
! 7 e 21.7
5 . v v 3 23.9

I _
6 v 5 31.2

8 4 51.1

[ ——
ALL 100 J: 44.1
L | (Nn=578.663) _ ]

—_— .

Table 1: Segmentation of 2005 Key Stage 4 Pupils
(Source: DfES 2006)

Policy discourses have often framed working class under-achievement within
personal failure attributed to a lack of motivation, aspiration, ability and the
possession of inappropriate attitudes (Archer and Leathwood 2003). Little
serious consideration has been given to the ways in which working class
cultures are pathologised within educational practice and as a consequence,

their levels of intelligence negated (Morley 1997: 109).

Although evidence supports the notion that the majority of working class
young people fail at school, as evidenced through the statistics provided here,
the potential for all young people to succeed within education is primarily

based on their interaction with the field - an interaction that is based on

= = ———

* Most deprived Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index (IDACI) postcodes (>45%
of children in postcode are in families in receipt of benefits).
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internal truths within the field. Educational inequality can therefore be
understood as both dependent on dynamic relations within the field and

institutional based. I address these issues by exploring the notion of habitus

and how the logic of the game is played and understood differently by working

and middle class groups. I do this to explore the possible reasons behind
continued educational inequality.

Understanding Continued Educational Inequality

The issue of educational inequality is complex. Although government statistics
focus primarily on educational qualifications, there is an inherent logic within
the field of education that is primarily concerned with filtering people out or
selecting those who deserve to progress. Educational attainment is the main
filter that operates within the field - it permits or prohibits further educational
progression. The focus placed upon attainment which facilitates education
progression produces a doxa (Bourdieu 1977) in which the notions of merit
and ability are widely accepted without question. Within educational and

political fields, they result in a form of doxic misrecognition as accurate
markers of educational competence. Educational progression is therefore
limited to those who believe they can do it and have the evidence in the form
of certification, to demonstrate that they can. However, the process of

elimination can succeed only if interactions of young people as they move
through the field position them negatively in relation to the purposes of

education. This is dependent on both habitus and how the game is played.

Habitus

Habitus is largely understood to relate to an individual’s position in social
space (Bourdieu 1990b). It is both past and present — an embodied history
that has been shaped by and shapes practice. It is the mechanism through
which decisions and choices are made, not as ‘mechanical action’ (Bourdieu
1977: 73), but more comparable to intuitive reaction. Habitus works in
conjunction with capital and field and facilitates understanding of

re/production.

Habitus is strongly located within understandings of social class although class
boundaries and categorizations are not as clear or illuminative as they could
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be. This is particularly pertinent for understanding habitus and the way in
which habitus can adapt to context. It is evident from my own story and in
some literature that ‘more or less identical habitus can generate widely
different outcomes' (Lawler 2004: 112). That is, despite the focus on habitus
as being mainly applicable to groups, the limited homogeneity within social
classes leads to increased flexibility in interpretation of the term. For example,
whilst the majority of working class young people do not progress into elite HE
institutions, a small minority do. Thus, although the concept is often applied to
social class groups in understanding collective practices, it can also be used to
understand individual practice (Bourdieu 1990b).

Habitus is context dependent and is largely determined by family background
which in turn ‘underlies the structuring of school experiences’ (Bourdieu 1977:
87). Habitus can therefore be understood as an iterative process. It is both
structured by and structures the social space in which it is both a part and a
function. The capacity of an individual to either conserve or transform a social
space through the acquisition of educational qualifications for example, largely
depends on the resources, or levels of capital that they have through their
initial social position or have acquired. Bourdieu’s approach to understanding
this issue focused on understanding position: the way in which individuals are
positioned within the field, and how the position is either maintained or
transformed. I now turn to explain the way in which habitus can be
understood to tackle the dichotomy of agency-structure and how the
application of habitus to understanding human action can account for the

complexities and irregularities of a life history.

Breaking the Dichotomy of Agency-Structure

A major challenge for modern sociologists, is to break down the ‘cultural logic’
that ‘understands the social world in terms of dichotomy and opposition and
has little room for complexity’ (Ladson-Billings 2003: 7). Bourdieu utilises the
notion of habitus to move sociological inquiry into more in-depth
understandings of the way in which social agents both position themselves and
are positioned within fields. He not only viewed habitus as a tool for getting at
the crux of understanding social action but he also saw it as a way of
addressing problems he associated with the fixed nature of binary
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interpretations of human action: the ‘impasse of objectivism and subjectivism’
(King 2000: 417).Writing in 1988, Bourdieu states,

As I have tried to demonstrate throughout most of my work, I
believe that true scientific theory and practice must overcome
this opposition by integrating into a single model the analysis of
the experience of social agents and the analysis of the objective
structures that make this experience possible...In other words,
these two moments, the subjectivist and the objectivist, stand in
dialectical relationship. It is this dialectic of objectivity and

subjectivity that the concept of habitus is designed to capture
and encapsulate. (Bourdieu 1988: 782)

Bourdieu makes it clear that the experiences of social agents are context
driven through ‘objective structures’. Habitus is a product of history,

structured by context and also a generator of histories. Thus habitus is
understood as being

..systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured
structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, that
Is, principles of the generation and structuring of practices and
representations which can be objectively 'regulated’ and 'regular’
without in any way being the product of obedience to rules...
(Bourdieu 1977: 72)

The use of habitus as a tool for understanding the process of going to
university for working class young people would suggest that there is an
element of determinism (action as both regulated and regular) within their
trajectories. There are, as evidenced in the literature (see for example, Wedge
and Prosser 1973; Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Plummer 2000), predictably
different life trajectories according to class. However, what I understand from
Bourdieu’s work on habitus is that its development or transformation can be
influenced by experience. On this basis, actions are never completely
predictable but they are made in response to the context within which action is
required.
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Action is not the mere carrying out of a rule, or obedience to a
rule...In the most complex games....they put into action the

incorporated principles of a generative habitus...I am talking
about dispositions acquired through experience, thus variable
from place to place and time to time. (Bourdieu 1990b: 9)

Therefore, habitus has to be understood as both a product and producer of
history. In exploring this aspect of habitus within this study, I am keen to
discover the influences that shaped the students’ respective habituses and the
extent to which their decisions concerning education can be historically and
contextually ‘situated’ (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983) in order to locate the
habitus, although possibly not being reflective of a homogenised social class
group. That is, although some literature tends to identify class based
educational outcomes by utilising Office of National Statistics (ONS)

classification systems, the focus of this study is on individual experiences.
Beck (1992) identifies this issue:

The attachment of people to a ‘social class’...has nevertheless
become weaker. It has much less influence on their actions.

They develop ways of life that tend to become individualised.
(Beck 1992: 92)

Although there is a clash between working class and middle class cultures in
relation to education, it is not as evident within the compulsory education
sector as all young people are required to go to school. However, through the
on-going process of elimination and selecting out of young people, working
class young people who progress into HE often talk about a lack of fit ~ a clash
between their habitus and the habitat of the university. I now explore this
issue to determine the ways in which opportunities within education are driven

by social class.

Habitus and Educational Fit

Changes to the HE landscape have resulted in a system that reflects wider
social inequalities: middle class students continue to secure places in
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traditional universities and working class students tend to apply to post-1992
institutions (Archer and Hutchings 2000). In relation to the logic within the
field, and as I have outlined above this is an appropriate outcome. However,
that does not mean that it is socially just.

Explanations of the limited number of working class students in elite HE
institutions centre on issues, or a doxa of ability: as working class young
people often achieve lower A Level grades their lack of progression into HE is
therefore justified. This does not account for the 3, 000 young people from
disadvantaged backgrounds who do achieve the grades to enter an elite HE
institution, but who choose not to (The Sutton Trust 2004). Aithough habitus
is argued to be the most contested of Bourdieu’'s theoretical concepts (Reay

2004), it does go some way in explaining the lack of fit, or clash, between a
working class habitus and the field of education.

There is a sense in the argument of *fit’ that some students belong in HE and
others do not - that the class based habituses of some young people are pre-
destined to feel comfortable in educational settings. As dominant members of
society, or being ‘born into a position that is distinguished positively’ (Bourdieu
1990: 11) students who go to Oxford University, for example, are
‘immediately adjusted to the immanent demands of the game’ (Bourdieu
1990: 11). They do not need to transform themselves as they already hold the
appropriate levels of cultural capital to establish an immediate fit. They merely
need to

... be what they are in order to be what they have to be, that is,
naturally distinguished from those who are obliged to strive for
distinction. (Bourdieu 1990: 11)

This is very different from the experiences of many working class young
people who struggle to position themselves both socially and academically
within the HE sector. The narratives of working class academics illustrate how
problematic the experience can be (see Rose 1989, Holloway 1997; Parr
1997; Reynolds 1997; Skeggs 1997; Reay 2001). In addition, there is a body
of research that also explores the experiences of a wider group of non-
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traditional students that also highlights experiences of a lack of fit (for
example, McGivney 1990; Reay 1997; Lawler 1999; Archer and Hutchings
2000; Wentworth and Peterson 2001; Bowl 2003; Lucey, Melody et al. 2003:
McNicol 2004).

The process of elimination and the ability of young people to get involved in
the game are dependent on class background. Social class background equips
young people to know how to act in what Ball calls ‘defining moments’ (Ball
2003) with one such defining moment being university choice. Although
progressions through the field of education is relatively unproblematic for
middle class young people, deciding to pursue HE is an unfamiliar experience
for many working class young people. In order to reach the point at which
progressing onto university is an inevitable outcome, working class young
people have to adapt to the rules of the education game and become
conversant with its particular doxa. In a Bourdieuian analysis, such an
outcome requires habitus transformation or the acceptance that people from
the same class background may have ‘more than one identifiable habitus’
(Nash 1999: 178).

Whilst the clash between the habitus of working class individuals and
education is homogenised in much of the literature (see for example, Bourdieu
1990, Lawler 1999; Archer 2003), the perspective that there is more than one
identifiable habitus within a class connects more closely with individual action
than it does with general collective practice. Nash’s notion of a general
habitus, with its close links to statistical modes of reproduction, infers that

working class academic success is a matter of chance (Nash 1999). The notion
of a specific habitus in transforming the discordant relationship into a
harmonious one is important to this study. The ‘specific’ habitus, although
loosely based on class connections, facilitates understanding of class
relationships with education that do not appear to correlate with traditional
understandings of the term.

This perspective of habitus thus facilitates understanding of differing class

dispositions and concurs with Bourdieu and Wacquant. Writing in 1992, they
state that although habitus is a product of history, it is
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... an open system of dispositions that is constantly subjected to
experiences, and therefore constantly affected by them in a way
that either reinforces or modifies its structures. (Bourdieu and
Wacquant 1992: 133)

Reed-Danahay (2005) argues for both a primary and secondary habitus,
where the primary habitus is constructed within families and the secondary
habitus becomes inculcated through schooling experiences. The idea that a
habitus is dynamic and constantly emerging is applicable to young people
whose primary habitus is not built around middle class experiences. However,
pertinent to the debate on habitus is the idea that individuals are always
members of muitiple fields. Thus, resources acquired through one field can be
mobilised within others which makes sense in relation to my own social
movement. The middle class habitus, made up of dispositions, competences,
strategies and capital, that was emerging through my involvement with music
became mobilised within the field of education.

The interpretation of habitus, as a more fluid notion includes a sense of

caution:

...most people are statistically bound to encounter circumstances
that tend to agree with those that originally fashioned their
habitus. (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 133)

So, whilst I acknowledge that habitus can adapt to individual context and
experience, I am aware that certain class based actions or practices are
inevitable (Bourdieu 1977). That is, the majority of working class individuals
experience a clash between their habitus and the field of education whilst a
small minority enjoys relationships that are more positive. The reasons why
this is the case are complex and it is therefore important to consider ways in
which the education game operates in order to understand how class based
outcomes continue to privilege young people from middle class backgrounds.
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Playing the Game

Involvement in the game and playing the game are two different components
of class based educational experiences. It could be argued that all young
people are involved in the educational game because they all participate in
compulsory education. However, because of the unequal distribution of capital
across the social class groups, the game is played differently. This is
particularly evident in the processes of school and university choice.

School Choice

The experiences of working class young people in schools has been influenced
by the ways in which the middle classes monopolise the system and therefore
manage and control the educational game (e.g. Ball and Vincent 1998; Ball
2003). For example, much has been written about the ways in which middle
class families benefit from educational markets through the process of school
choice (Ball, Bowe et al. 1996; Reay and Ball 1998; Lauder and Hughes 1999;
Ball 2003). Middle class parents construct working class young people as ‘what
is to be avoided’ (Reay and Ball 1997: 90) when considering schools for their
own children. In practice, the process of choice whilst intending to be
equitable, results in the construction of schools that are class orientated where
those more densely populated by working class young people struggle to
achieve the same academic outcomes (as illustrated in the above statistics).

School choice is only positive where choices can be made and this is
particularly problematic for working class families as

[iln the new educational era, growing numbers of
comprehensives, particularly those that are successful in the
educational marketplace, are becoming increasingly inaccessible

to working-class pupils. (Reay and Ball 1997: 91)

Schoo! choice, as a manifestation of a game in education, is therefore
unequally experienced. The inference of personal agency in the process clouds
the fact that choice in this instance is a ‘marker of economic privilege’ (Reay
and Lucey 2003: 121) and thus social class. Exercising school choice is
indicative of participation in the game - it reflects understanding of and

41



compliance with the inherent values within education or misrecognition of the
prominent doxa that feature in educational discourses, for example the doxa
of meritocracy and individual effort.

The process of school choice requires parents to understand differences
between schools. The publication of examination results, which show
differences in attainment between schools serving communities with high
levels of deprivation compared to those located in more affluent areas
(OfSTED 1998; Thrupp 1999) contribute to parental understandings of school
position. In the game, securing a place in a school perceived to be good is a
class-based practice. Parents with access to ‘hot knowledge’ (Ball and Vincent
1998), actively seek out their information either through politically legitimated
league tables or through information that is ‘socially embedded in networks
and localities’ (Ball and Vincent 1998: 377). Thus children are reliant on the
knowledge and actions of their parents in the process of school choice.

Educational choice, in the sense that choices can be made, for the middle
classes has two strands. Firstly, the pragmatics of choosing a school which
could result in middle class parents literally ‘buying in’ to the independent
sector, believing a better 'service’ will be provided. Secondly, re-locating into
the catchment area of a school perceived as offering ‘better’ educational
provision - or otherwise manipulating the system and managing the game.
Reay (1998) asserts that the ability to make such choices and perform what
are essentially acts to compensate for perceived failings within state
education, requires material and educational resources disproportionately

located within middle class families. Children least likely to contribute to exam

performance attract fewer resources, which contributes to a continued cycle of
educational failure for disadvantaged groups (Braham and Sherratt 2002).

This ‘failure’ is available for public scrutiny through published league tables
and contributes to some parents’ decisions about which school to send their
children to. Whilst middle class parents do have a monopoly on school choice,
recent research has illustrated that some working class parents also exercise
their right to choose a school for their child by moving them to schools away
from their immediate geographical location (Gates, Coward and Byrom 2007).
Identified as ‘cross border flow’, this rejection of local secondary schools in
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favour of schools in other areas is illustrative of class based attitudes towards
education, but not of those normally associated with working class individuals.
Such movement away from practices normally identified within social class
groups leads to increased uncertainty over class categorisations.

Ball and Vincent (1998) identify three parental approaches to school choice:
skitlled/privileged, semi-skilled and disconnected choosers. These categories
correlate to social position and effectively contribute to the continuation of
educational inequality. The stake in this particular game reflects parents’
ambitions and aspirations for their children. Middle class parents, who identify
more closely as ‘skilled/privileged choosers’, have access to the types of

capital (social, cultural and economic) which enable them to make particular
choices within the field.

Thus an increased focus on habitus and the way in which habitus is context
dependent, is important in understanding not only processes of school choice,
but also how working class transitions to HE are made. Whilst the process of

school choice is important and can determine academic attainment, the
process of HE choice illustrates further class based inequalities.

University Choice: It's all about Distinction

The reputations of post-1992 institutions have improved since their formation
although they have failed to acquire the same perceived status as traditional

universities (Archer 2003; Leathwood 2006, McNay 2006). Post-1992
universities, for example, attract students with lower A2 Level grades than
traditional universities. They have, as a consequence, become associated with
working class individuals and therefore contribute to perceptions that consider
traditional universities as the ‘preserve of the elite’ (Bowl 2003: 145). Whilst
there is a lack of academic fit, a lack of social fit has also been identified
(Wilcox, Winn et al. 2005). Students establish a sense of ‘otherness’ in which
they establish their own position in social space in relation to others (Bourdieu
1998). The social space or distance between individuals represents, in
Bourdieuian terms, levels of capital (Bourdieu 1998) and along with habitus,
are the fundamental tools for existing and participating in the ‘game’.
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University choice is yet another stage in a complex educational game where
young people can be selected out.

Acceptance of the rules of the game and acquiring a ‘practical sense’ for
‘adjustment to the demands of the field’ (Bourdieu 1990a: 66), requires a shift
in habitus for working class students. They must embrace the values inherent

within the field in order to occupy their space with any degree of certainty.
Being able to choose a university is an act of consumption, but in the game of
education, it is important to choose the right institution. This mirrors the
process of choice within the compulsory sector where, as I have illustrated
above, obtaining the right credentials becomes an important component of
managing the educational game.

University choice is a complex process in which there is much at stake. Going
to university involves much more of an emotional and psychological shift for
working class students. Although students are perceived as active consumers
within a higher education market (Naidoo and Jamieson 2005), the process of
choice is not equal across social groups. In effect, ‘classed capitals and
dispositions engage with classed policy regimes’ (Ball 2003: 4) with
inequitable results.

University choice is associated with individual identity, reflecting both social
status and academic ability. The ability to choose high status institutions
reflects much more than previous educational experience: it is indicative of
wider social and structural inequalities and class based practices. The act of
consumption, closely linked to a strategy of distinction has a particular logic
that is class related (Bourdieu 1986). Determined by the habitus, university

choice,

... brings about a unique integration, dominated by the earliest
experiences, of the experiences statistically common to
members of the same class. (Bourdieu 1990a: 60)

Bourdieu recognises that in practising distinction, a ‘social hierarchy of the
consumers’ is produced which ‘predisposes tastes to function as markers of

44



‘class’”’ (Bourdieu 1986: 1). The practice of consumption brings with it a code
to be deciphered. Anyone who ‘lacks the specific code feels lost in a chaos of
sounds and rhythms, colours and lines, without rhyme or reason’ (Bourdieu
1986: 2). In relation to the middle class, working classes are ‘discursively

constituted as an unknowing, uncritical, tasteless mass from which the middle
classes draw their distinctions’ (Reay 2001: 335). There is no place for

working class consumption patterns to be considered legitimate. Instead,
consumption patterns of the dominant classes are normalised through

persistent consumption practices and as such legitimated through their
dominant position in the field.

Although specifically related to the consumption of cultural goods in the form
of art, music, drama etc., strategies of distinction are equally applicable to
both school and university choice, particularly in the sense of markers of class.
Making the right choice is important in the game: both the social and the
educational game. The choices that people make are ‘predisposed, consciously

and deliberately or not, to fulfil a social function of legitimating social
differences’ (Bourdieu 1986: 7).

As I have already outlined, the relationship between working class groups and
education is problematic. Coupled with the dominant position held by the
middle classes whose tastes are legitimated and normalised through wider
social structures, but particularly through education, cultural consumption
practices of working class groups will always be viewed as deficient. The
dispositions and competences required to make the right choices are not
distributed evenly across the social groups (Bourdieu 1986: 228).

In the UK higher education context, the process of choosing a university can
be interpreted as a strategy of distinction. Although Bourdieu (1986) uses this
notion in relation to class based consumption patterns, it can also be equally
applicable to the process of university choice. Particular universities are
viewed by students as more favourable due to their histories and reputations
which results in a hierarchy of institutions (Shattock 1996). The implications of
this to university choice is that middle class students will engage with the

strategy of distinction and chose elite institutions and working class students
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and other under-represented groups within the system, experiencing a lack of
fit, will be deterred from doing so. This has been seen in much of the literature
on university choice (see for example, Archer and Hutchings 2000; Reay,
Davies et al. 2001; Ball, Davies et al. 2002), with the majority of working
class students ‘choosing’ post-1992 institutions.

Ball, Davies et al. (2002) believe that ‘university choice is a choice of lifestyle
and a matter of taste’ (53) and this fits with the notion that university choice
is a ‘strategy of distinction’. However, with the massification of UK higher
education, and the increase in the number of universities and courses, the
once completely elitist system is in danger of losing its previously held status.
This point is emphasised by Bourdieu,

It follows from what has been said that a simple upward
displacement of the structure of the class distribution of an asset
or practice (i.e., a virtually identical increase in the proportion of
possessors in each class) has the effect of diminishing its rarity

and distinctive value and threatening the distinction of the older
possessors. (Bourdieu 1986: 229)

Working class success goes against regularities within the field or the logic
that acts as a social filter. Regularities within the field ensure that the field
maintains its autonomy. However, not all working class young people take up
their rightful position within the field. A small minority do succeed within
education. Young people from backgrounds that are normally swiftly
eliminated from education at the age of 16, who do go onto HE are an
appropriate group to study as they may offer insights into how the educational

game can be played successfully.

Chapter Summary

The process of going to HE can be understood as a complex journey influenced
by the interaction of individual young people within the field and with others
within the field. The role of teachers is to select young people out by
identifying those who have the ability to progress further, This identification
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often relies on academic performance in which the doxa of ability is
misrecognised to the advantage of those with increased volumes of cultural
capital - the middle classes. The logic inherent within education is based on an
internal set of accepted truths and is also influenced by demands from other
fields, particularly from the economic field. Education therefore performs a
function to talent spot within both the compulsory and post compulsory

sectors. Although this chapter has identified the complexities behind education
as a site of reproduction, there are a number of strategies that attempt to
increase working class HE participation rates. I explore some of these in the
next chapter.
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Ch apter 2

Political Context

This chapter explores the current political context tn relation to
higher education and the focus that has been placed on widening
participation. It outlines the nature of participation and illustrates
the continued under-representation of particular social groups. |
draw attention to the numerous strategies that attempt to tncrease
the pa &icipatiow rates of working class students in HE and also
outline the fact that leading HE institutions in the United
Kingodom (UK) fail to wmeet their benchmark figures tn terms of

class participation.
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Universities are a vital gateway to opportunity and fulfilment for
young people so it is crucial that they continue to make real and
sustained improvements in access. The social class gap among
those entering higher education is unacceptably wide. Those
from the top three social classes are almost three times as likely
to enter higher education as those from the bottom three.
(DfES 2003: 17)

Political Backdrop

Since the election of a Labour Government in 1997, and the establishment of
the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU), much attention has been directed towards
marginalized social groups. In particular, a focus has been placed on the role
that education plays in moving people out of poverty. As a consequence,
widening participation in UK universities has been placed firmly on the
government’s political agenda (UCAS 2002; Patiniotis and Holdsworth 2005).
Such explicit intervention strategies, whilst coupled with both economic and
social concerns (Action on Access 2003; DfES 2003), are attempts to redress
the imbalance of university applications according to social class. As a targeted
group, the majority of students from the lower social class groups have
consistently resisted intervention programmes, thus making HE participation
of such students an intransigent problem for politicians. Recent history shows,
‘the social class gap among those entering university remains too wide’ (DfES
2003). Given their historic lack of participation in UK universities, students
from lower social class groups have been identified as ‘under-represented’,
therefore making them the focus of many interventions both in the compulsory
and post-compulsory education sectors. This is evidenced through, for
example, the setting up of Education Action Zones, Excellence in Cities

programmes and the work of Aimhigher and Connexions.

The transformation of the post-compulsory education sector, particularly since
1992, has resulted in a mass expansion of available higher education

institutions and courses. Important to this study is the move towards
increased massification (Trow 1973; Ainley 1994; Gibbons 1998; Palfreyman
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2001) within universities rather than higher education as a whole and in
particular the impact of the 1992 Education Reform Act (1992). This Act
sought to dismantle the differentiation between traditional universities and the
polytechnics by allowing polytechnics to apply for university status. It is
important to this study for the following reasons:

- students who attended polytechnics were mainly from low socio-
economic groups

- despite the establishment of a uniform system in name, the social
class distribution across the higher education sector remains an issue

- perceptions of a ‘hierarchy of institutions’ (Shattock 1996: 25)
remains, with traditional universities perceived as better in status

- the middle classes have continued to monopolise the market share of
higher education.

Accusations of élitism directed towards traditional universities have forced
such institutions to re-consider their admissions systems to ensure a more fair
and transparent system (DfES 2004). However, the historic issue of low
participation rates from the working class is one component of a more
complex problem. This thesis will build from the premise that education
systems are Iinherently inequitable, privileging middle class values and
attitudes (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Lynch and O'Riordan 1998; Archer
2003; Power, Edwards et al. 2003).

Although there has been much debate about what constitutes a ‘typical’
student in an ever-expanding higher education system, under-represented or
non-traditional groups are identified as those from lower social class groups,
students who do not possess traditionally accepted qualifications (for example,
A Levels) for entry to HE, disabled students and those from minority ethnic
groups (HEFCE 2004). This thesis takes as its focus the under representation
of students from low social class groups as it this group that represents my
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